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Chapter 1 
 
1.1  Introduction 
Development theory is an approach which is multi-disciplinary (social, economic, political, 
environmental and cultural) in the sense that it combines tools from different disciplines, 
simply because according to Clark (1989) ‘no single discipline can adequately deal with the 
breadth or complexity of development’. Clark (1989) continues to suggest that these tools 
from different disciplines are needed in order to deepen our understanding of developmental 
issues such as development and underdevelopment. Microfinance is relevant to the 
development theory as it is a tool for development.  
 
According to Narasaiah (2004) most studies on sustainable livelihoods and microfinance 
have often neglected the importance of women in communities and the role they play in 
developing and sustaining the livelihoods of their families, and often men have been given all 
the credit and placed at the centre stage of development initiatives (Narasaiah, 2004). The 
main aim of this study is to investigate the provision and impact of microfinance to the 
women of Mdantsane, and how these women can use this service to improve and sustain the 
livelihoods of their households. Therefore the topic that will be covered in this research is 
how microfinance contributes towards the local women’s income security in Mdantsane 
(N.U.9 ward), in order to investigate whether or not this source of obtaining income is 
feasible for their development and if it can further sustain their livelihoods in the long run. 
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Mdantsane is a semi-periphery township in the Eastern Cape which was constructed under 
the Apartheid Government, whereby a considerable number of people are living in poverty 
and therefore rely on social grants and/or loans from informal money lenders who charge 
high interest rates; this in turn leaves them in debt that they cannot even afford to pay back 
these loans. According to Shreiner and Collombet (2001), this could be due to the women 
belonging to poor households that are neglected by formal banks, due to the fact that they do 
not have collateral. My observations have led me to conclude that Mdantsane is a partially 
rurally oriented township and has an element of patriarchy within it, which is often biased to 
women. 
 
 
1.2 Relevance of the study and problem statement 
According to Manimekalai (1999) disadvantaged women possess the least proportions of 
resources. This then means that they are powerless and in turn depend on those that are 
powerful. Also in the past women had no access to credit, whatsoever as they were 
discriminated against primarily because they did not have collateral, small sized loans and 
because for banks it meant high transaction costs. 
 
Lalitha (1999) and Narasaiah (2004) state that the problem is important because microfinance 
has the ability to empower women, which is necessary for sustainable development, and 
because women have always been deprived of certain privileges in society, ‘anti- poverty 
policies need to reach poor women both to maximise social returns on development 
investments and to minimise the poverty of this and the next generation.’  
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I have observed that in Mdantsane there is a clear gap between men and women, as people 
are tradition-bound, and men are often the breadwinners in their households, which leave 
some women sidelined and only left with household chores. Therefore this research aims to 
investigate these inequalities, and if microfinance can contribute positively towards the 
development of these women, so that they can develop and sustain their lifestyles. 
 
1.3 Research Questions 
The primary research question is: 
‘To what extent can microfinance sustain the livelihoods of the women of Mdantsane 
(ward n.u.9)?’ 
  
Therefore, the secondary questions are:  
1. How do the microfinance institutions operate? 
2. How has microfinance affected these women’s capacity to make decisions in the 
household? 
3. What do the women do with the money they earn? 
4. How do the women describe their experience with microfinance institutions? 
 
1.4 Research design and methodology 
This study is going to use the qualitative methods which “are more focused on taking the 
perspectives of the actors or insiders. This approach seeks to gain an interpretative 
understanding rather than to explain human behaviour” (Babbie& Mouton; 2001). Neuman 
(1997) states that the qualitative framework emphasises on the importance of the social 
context in which the phenomenon studied appear.  
4 
 
Exploratory research will be used to conduct this research, and the focus group method will 
be used to collect data for the study. This particular method has a number of advantages, one 
of the main advantages of using the focus group method, is that the researcher gets an 
opportunity to observe a large amount of interaction on a topic in a limited period of 
time(Babbie& Mouton 2001). Babbie and Mouton (2001) continue to state that this method 
also allows participants to freely contribute to a discussion and in the process give new 
insight into the topic at hand. This also enlightens the researcher; and also provides the 
researcher with in-depth knowledge and understanding on the study which will be pursued. 
Neverthelessthe focus group technique does have its disadvantages, and it is important that 
the researcher be aware of them so as to obtain valid information from the participants.  
In order to carry out this study and ensure that there are participants who will partake in the 
research process, the researcher will recruit women who are interested in sustaining their 
livelihoods through microfinance within the N.U.9 ward in Mdantsane. This will be carried 
out by consulting the N.U.9 committee members, so that they can give out notices of this 
particular study in community meetings which are often held at a local school hall that is 
central to all the residents of N.U.9, regarding the times and venue of these focus group 
discussions. 
 Although it is time consuming the researcher will also make door to door visits to these poor 
households identified by the local committee and I will explain the aims of the study, and this 
will be carried out with the help of a research assistant. Women who are interested in 
participating in these interviews will need to confirm with the researchers and the local 
committee.  
Another important thing is that the researcher will have to explain the aims of the research , 
as well as inform the poor women of Mdantsane N.U.9 of the ethical considerations upon 
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which all participants, whereby they need to reach an agreement to participate voluntarily in 
the research process. The research will be undertaken in Xhosa both verbally and in writing, 
as it is the medium of communication that the people of Mdantsane use, and especially 
because the participants need to be accommodated.  
1.5 Sample and setting 
The research will be undertaken in the Eastern Cape Province, in a semi-urban township 
called Mdantsane, specifically in the N.U.9 ward. This study will commence from the 1
st
 of 
April 2012 to the 7
th
 of July 2012. The interest group of this study is specifically black 
women, from the ages of 23-50, this is essentially because of the gender based challenges that 
women face in cultural communities such as Mdantsane.  
 
It is also directed to women with little or no income, in other words women who belong in 
the lower caste in society, with the hopes that this research will help empower women to take 
charge of their lives and have the power and ability to secure their livelihoods.  
 
1.6 Ethical considerations 
It is necessary to be aware of the agreements among researchers about what’s proper and 
improper in the conduct of scientific enquiry (Mouton, 1996).Therefore ethical clearance was 
obtained before conducting the research, and all participants have been informed of the nature 
and process of this research in the community of Mdantsane (ward n.u.9). The researcher 
explained the purpose of the study and time required for participation to the participants and 
assured all respondents that anonymity and confidentiality would also be guaranteed. 
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1.7 Outline of the study 
Following this chapter will be chapter two of this research, containing available literature on 
this particular study which is sustainable livelihoods and microfinance for poor women, and 
covers both local as well as international studies. Here microfinance and sustainable 
livelihoods will be conceptualised accordingly so as to shed light on the subject. 
 
The third chapter covers the methodology used in the current study which clearly outlines the 
methodological framework, the research instruments, participants as well as the research 
design and procedure.  
 
The fourth chapter provides the findings and of the the current study, this will outline the 
main themes that surface and are prevalent among the participants. Chapter five will consist 
of the discussion of the results. Lastly chapter six will provide the conclusion as well as well 
as recommendations relevant to the results of this study. 
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses ‘microfinance’ and ‘sustainable livelihoods’. By definition 
microfinance is referred to as “provisions of thrift, credit and other financial services and 
products of very small amount to the poor in rural, semi-urban and urban areas for enabling 
them to raise their income levels and improve living standard. Microfinance is provided in 
varying context either to individuals or groups ranging from personal micro credit to small 
enterprise support and rural finance” (Aurangabadkar and Diwan, 2011). According to 
Chambers and Conway (1991:6). “A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, 
resources, claims and access) and activities required for a means of living: a livelihood is 
sustainable which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its 
capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next 
generation; and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the local and global 
levels and in the short and long term”  
The Grameen Bank created lending operations in 1976, however it has since then paid little 
attention to savings, except as a source of capital and loan guarantee, this approach has 
dominated thinking and practice throughout Bangladesh. The Grameen, credit-driven model 
is the inspiration for the first wave of Microcredit programmes. The model is based on the 
premise that the poor need loans and that credit is a human right (Wright et al. 1997).  
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2.2 Women and poverty 
According to the World Bank Report (2001) research done by the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), United Nations Fund for Women (UNIFEM) as well the 
World Bank shows that gender inequalities in developing societies deter economic growth 
and development. For example, a recent World Bank report confirms that societies that 
discriminate on the basis of gender experience immense poverty, slower economic growth, 
weaker governance, as well as a lower living standard of their people.“It is also stated that the 
UNDP found a very strong correlation between its gender empowerment measure and 
gender-related development indices and its Human Development Index ”. In general evidence 
is increasing that improved gender equality is a critical component of any development 
strategy (World Bank, 2001). 
 
It was found that 70% of the 1.3 billion people living on less than $1 a day are women. A 
number of studies in Latin America and elsewhere show that men usually contribute 50-68% 
of their salaries to the household, whereas women tend to keep nothing back for themselves. 
Because women contribute decisively to the well-being of their families, investing in women 
has a positive impact in the sense that their contributions are rewarding   (UNDP Report, 
1995). 
 
Baden and Milward (1995) state that although women are not always poorer than men, 
because of the weaker basis of their entitlements, they are generally more vulnerable and, 
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once poor, may have fewer options in terms of escape. Cheston et al. (2000) are of the view 
that byproviding access to financing for income generating activities, microfinance 
institutions can significantly reduce women’s vulnerability to poverty. A reduction in 
women’s vulnerability can sometimes also translate into empowerment if more financial 
security allows the women to become more self-confident in household and community 
matters. 
 
2.3 Micro-finance Institutions: the importance for women 
According to Gibbon and Meehan (2002) there are currently more than one thousand MFIs 
operating worldwide, which provide financial services to more than 18 million of the world’s 
poor .Wright et al. (1999) states that an increase in clients’ income through these loans 
increases their ability to reduce household vulnerability to economic shocks and stresses. 
Ledgerwood (1999) goes on to say that many microfinance institutions aim to empower 
women by increasing their economic position in society, and women entrepreneurs have 
attracted special interest from microfinance institutions because they most often make up the 
poorest segments of society; they are generally responsible for child-rearing (including 
health, education, and nutrition); and they often have fewer economic opportunities than men. 
 
Ledgerwood (1999:37) describes how women also face “cultural barriers”, in the sense that 
they are not liberated and are forced to take care of the household. This in turn makes it rather 
difficult for them to have access to microfinance institutions, which then makes it difficult for 
them to create sustainable livelihoods for their families, as they are often have more 
traditional roles in the economy and may be less able to operate a business outside of their 
homes.  
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Women are more disadvantaged, in the sense that commercial banks are reluctant to lend to 
women or mobilize deposits from them. This is based on the perception that women are 
unable to control household income, and on top of that women have limited access to 
property and their legal standing can be uncertain, and they often have fewer sources of 
collateral. Another issue is that women in most countries have lower literacy rates , which 
makes it rather difficult for them to deal with financial systems that depend on written 
contracts (Ledgerwood 1999). 
Wright (2000: 23) states that microcredit and microfinance programmes have traditionally 
targeted women, in that women manage the day-to-day household budget, and are more 
likely to save regularly, investing the benefits from any increases in income into the  welfare 
of their family. Another thing is that women have been known to  have better repayment 
values than men. 
Ledgerwood (1999) argues that an increase in women’s income, in turn has a more positive 
effect on their respective households as well as the community as a whole, more than an 
increase in men’s income. Also women have shown higher repayment and savings rates tan 
male clients. Women have also demonstrated good characteristics in conducting business, as 
they tend to prioritise household maintenance and risk reduction more heavily in their 
business strategies. Women also tend to put less emphasis on enterprise growth, preferring to 
invest profits in their families rather than in expanding the enterprise (Mends et al. 2002). 
According to Davies et al. 2003, most MFIs target female clients based on the fact that 
women in rural economies produce up to 70% of the food consumed by their households and 
sold to Sub Saharan-Africa. MFIs can use these advantages to do more to improve rural 
livelihoods. This implies that women are treated unequally because although they make up 
the majority of people who produce food, their accesses to loans are still limited. According 
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to Lakwo (2006) this means that women have constantly been casted aside of the 
development progress. 
 
Although many studies have implied that provision of microfinance loans to women is 
empowering, Mayoux (2002) is of the opinion that “access to microfinance services and 
increased household income do not automatically translate to women’s benefit nor to 
challenge the gender relations within households and the community because men may 
control income, and spend on ‘adult goods’. 
Khandker (2005) states that for the majority of women borrowers, credit is much more than 
access to money that it is about women lifting themselves out of poverty, as well as achieving 
economic and political empowerment within their homes, communities and their countries as 
a whole. For example 40 per cent of poverty reduction in rural Bangladesh has been 
attributed to the role of microfinance. Cheston et al. (2000) adds that even though 
microfinance does not address all the barriers to women’s empowerment, microfinance 
programs can make an important contribution to women’s empowerment when they are 
properly designed. “Empowerment of women and gender equality are prerequisites for 
achieving political, social, economic, cultural, and environmental security among all peoples 
(Beijing Women’s Platform, 1995).” 
2.4 Advantages and limitations of microfinance 
Microfinance has a lot of positive attributes, however it also has a number of limitations to it. 
Although there have been a few studies that have asserted that women’s participation in 
microfinance leads to an increase in domestic violence, most researchers have reported the 
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opposite experience. “The concerns arise over a “backlash effect” that may occur as a result 
of women challenging gender norms and asserting their rights”(Goetz and Gupta, 1996). 
 
On the other hand Goetz and Gupta (1996) also assert that microfinance programs can 
strengthen women’s economic independence and give them the means to pursue non-
traditional activities. In some cases, women who begin to assert themselves and their 
opinions in their households experience the fury of angry husbands who feel inferior to their 
female counterparts, and also feel that their authority and sometimes their reputations are 
being threatened by their wives’ behaviour. Mayoux (2002) also argues that microfinance 
institutions cannot have more than a limited impact on women’s empowerment unless there 
are changes in wider gender inequalities in the broader social and economic contexts in which 
they operate. 
 
Hashemi et al. (1996) found fewer incidences of violence against women, between women 
who were members of microfinance institutions than they found among the general 
population. Although fear of public exposure clearly played a role in the reduction of 
violence, there is considerable unreliable evidence of women attributing the decrease of 
abuse directly to their access to credit and their economic contribution to the household. 
Cheston et al. (2000) adds that a number of microfinance and microenterprise support 
programs have noticed improvements in women’s position in their communities, by 
contributing financial resources to the family or community allows for women to be viewed 
positively and thought of highly, as they get greater acceptability and value to their views, 
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which also gives them more privileges than they would otherwise have, had they not gained 
financial power.  
 
Studies of microfinance clients from different institutions around the world show that the 
women themselves very often notice that they receive more respect from their families and 
their communities, most especially from the male members, than they did before joining a 
microfinance program. Where women have the freedom to move about publicly, their success 
in business is often highly visible in the community. Their success can pave the way for them 
to become respected and valued members of society).Women who have access to loans have 
also made a great impact in the education of the youth, as these loans have afforded these 
women to pay for school fees, books and uniforms, which in turn encourages them to go to 
school, get sufficient education and become employed (Yunus, 2007; (Cheston et al. 2000). 
 
Cheston et al. (2000) states that “access to credit and business training have helped women 
expand and improve their businesses, leading to increased respect and decision-making 
power in the home and community”. Because these loans allow them to make things happen 
for themselves it has helped a lot of women to use their financial power to the optimum level 
especially because these women have formed groups whereby they support one another, as 
well as  receiving advice which “has helped women manage their triple roles as mothers, 
wives, and businesswomen. Education and experience in leadership have helped women 
become more confident and capable leaders” 
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2.5 Chapter Summary 
This chapter highlights that microfinance has made a positive contribution towards women’s 
lives, in that it has instilled a sense of confidence within them to actively take part in the 
development process. It also shows that women’s roles are not just limited to being primary 
caregivers, but that they can also be providers as well as business owners. Access to credit 
has also helped to empower women and deter poverty. It has also afforded these women the 
opportunity to ensure that their children get an education. 
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Chapter 3 
 Methodology and research Methods 
3.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I first discuss the methodology used in this study. The research methodology 
includes discussions of the methodological framework, the research design, participants, 
measuring instruments, methods and procedures of data collection, and data analysis. Next I 
describe the situational context of this study followed by a description of the data collection 
and data analysis methods that I used for this study. Lastly, I discuss issues of quality and 
trustworthiness of this study. I then present ethical considerations followed by an overview of 
semi-structured interviews. 
 
3.2 Methodological Framework 
Skelton (2001, p.89) states that as researchers we have to acknowledge that, “we are not 
neutral, scientific observers, untouched by the emotional and political contexts of places 
where we do our research. We are amalgams of our experiences… part of our honesty and 
integrity as researchers must be based upon considerations about ourselves, our positionalities 
and our identities and what role they might play in our research”. Cronje (2011) suggests that 
it is important to consider a researcher’s belief as it enables one to determine whether the 
researcher is concerned with the abstract or concrete. Cronje (2011) believes that once these 
positions are established one can place the research within an appropriate paradigm. This 
research falls within the interpretivist paradigm, and therefore uses qualitative methodologies. 
Dwyer and Limb (2001) argue that one of the most significant aspects of qualitative research 
is that it is not based on the assumption that there is a pre-existing reality that can be 
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measured or known. The emphasis when using qualitative approaches is to seek to understand 
lived experiences. As opposed to statistical descriptions or generalized models, qualitative 
approaches, such as those associated with interpretivism, seek subjective understandings of 
localised social realities (Dwyer & Limb, 2001; Mouton, 2001). The aim for the interpretive 
researcher is an attempt to understand and interpret social situations by becoming part of 
situations, by listening to the participants, and by sharing their perceptions and their 
experiences (McFarlane, 2000). According to Babbie & Mouton (2001) qualitative research 
is more focused on taking the perspectives of the actors or insiders. This approach seeks to 
gain an interpretative understand rather than to explain human behaviour. In order to gain this 
interpretivist understanding of individual behaviour, researchers attempt to observe ongoing 
processes, and consequently, generally select small samples to provide more in-depth 
descriptions and insight into the participants’ social reality (Appleton & King, 2002).   
In line with this paradigm, the research will follow a qualitative evaluation research design. 
Mouton (2011:160) defines a qualitative evaluation approach as involving “the use of 
predominantly qualitative research methods to describe and evaluate the performance of 
programmes in their natural settings, focusing on the process of implementation rather than 
on quantifiable outcomes”.  
 
I used qualitative research methods to investigate the participants’ subjective experiences 
regarding access to microfinance and how it affects their livelihoods. According to Hatch 
(2002) qualitative researchers analyze social phenomena in a particular context, and a 
qualitative approach to inquiry is appropriate for exploring how participants make meaning of 
their experiences (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
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 The qualitative method is conducted in the natural settings of actors, and focuses on the 
process rather than the outcome of the research. The actors play important roles in this 
research process, therefore their perspectives are emphasized (Babbie & Mouton; 2001). The 
qualitative framework also emphasizes the importance of the social context in which the 
phenomenon studied appears (Neuman, 1997). Therefore the current study used the 
qualitative framework because it understands the importance of the role of participants in the 
research process, and does not make predictions but rather gives a thick description of the 
study according to the views of the participants. 
The focus group method was used as the main method to collect data. Using this method 
comes with a number of advantages, and according to Babbie & Mouton (2001) the main 
advantage of a focus group is that the researcher gets an opportunity to observe a large 
amount of interaction on a topic in a limited period of time. This technique was very helpful 
in the current study, as the participants were in a comfortable environment, and were 
influencing each other positively on their responses, which in turn revealed rather new 
information on the topic, and encouraged a healthy discussion. However there were 
limitations to this method, because some participants volunteered as friends and often had 
biased responses. 
 
3.3 Situational context 
The research has been undertaken in Mdantsane, a semi-urban township in East London, 
Eastern Cape, specifically in the N.U.9 ward. The interest of this study is specifically black 
women from the ages of 23-50; this is essentially because of the gender based difficulties that 
women often face in cultural communities such as Mdantsane. 
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 According to Nyatela (2007), Mdantsane is a predominantly black township in the Eastern 
Cape more than 40 years old and is a result of ideological advancement of the apartheid 
system rather than a socio-economic development agenda. It is situated about 25 km from the 
East London city centre.  
 
This community has a considerable number of people that are living in poverty and as a result 
rely on things such as social grants, washing clothes and cleaning the houses of working 
people, contract work and begging in the streets. Some rely heavily on loans from informal 
money lenders who often charge high interest rates; this in turn leaves them in debt that they 
cannot afford to repay. The reason why these people often fall into this financial trap, is 
because they belong to poor households that are often neglected by formal bank, due to the 
fact that they do not have collateral (Shreiner and Collombet: 2001). 
 
In this community people who are regarded as living in poverty are those staying in former 
apartheid government shacks or houses. Residents’ also defined poverty as a state where 
people are unable to afford any energy sources for cooking, due to unemployment and lack of 
money. In this community development is generally perceived as a movement from the state 
of poverty to having money (Nyatela, 2007). 
 
3.4 Study participants 
The study population comprises of women between the ages of 23 to 50 years old residing in 
Mdantsane in the Eastern Cape Province, South Africa. These women were chosen because 
they meet the criteria for women who do not earn enough income to sustain their families. 
However one of these women was a representative of a local Microfinance institution. 
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In this study there were 12 participants altogether, consisting only of females who 
participated voluntarily and belonged to different units within the same ward. These 
participants represented different academic levels and traditional backgrounds. The 
participants were equally divided into two focus groups. Focus group 1 consisted of 6 
participants; all of these participants were Xhosa speaking, their ages ranged from 23- 27. 
Focus group 2 also consisted of 6 female participants, who were Xhosa speaking, and their 
ages ranged from 45-50. 
These focus groups were divided according to age groups, the objective for this was to get 
different as well as similar views from these groups, so as to source out the major themes that 
came out of these discussions, and also to see whether their views have been influenced in 
some way by their academic and traditional background as well as their age. According to 
Kreuger (1997) participants in a focus group must be in some way similar, and I have tried to 
put together participants who are more or less in the same academic level, or at least one year 
apart. 
 
3.5 Data Collection and Analysis 
The main methods used for data collection were the focus group discussion (FGD). This was 
done by using the questioning route, which is a list of questions which the facilitator used to 
guide participants into sharing ideas about a specific topic (Kreuger, 1994). The advantage of 
using this technique was the fact that it was informative in that it provided new insight on the 
study and was less time consuming than one on one interviews (Babbie & Mouton, 2001). 
The researcher was not referred to the participants by an MFI, as this could have had a 
potential influence on the data that would have come from the residents, which could have 
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led to them perceiving the researcher as linked with the MFI.  The researcher first met with 
the local committee in order to gain access and permission to work with the community. 
After the introductions and gaining consent from the committee, the researcher identified 12 
potential household participants within the area. At this stage the researcher extended 
informal conversations with the female residents in different parts of the area giving them 
background information on the study and finding out about financial services available to the 
community, and most importantly to create rapport although the researcher was familiar with 
most of the participants. Out of the households that were selected seven households had 
participated in a microfinance programme and five had not. 
 
The two focus group discussions were mainly focused on things such as how the residents of 
Mdantsane define and measure poverty; how microfinance can help sustain livelihoods; How 
these women describe their experiences with MFI’s and what they do with the money that 
they earn; what can be done to ensure that more women gain access to loans in Mdantsane 
(recommendations). 
 
After the focus group discussions, the data was captured, was transcribed and videotaped.  
While the researcher was taking notes, a colleague was taking recording a video. After the 
discussions the researcher watched the videos and compared it to the notes she had taken. The 
researcher also made translations where it needed, with the help of a colleague to ensure 
accurate translations. 
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3.6 Validity and Reliability 
3.6.1 Validity 
Kumar (2005:153) defines the term validity as the ability of an instrument to measure what it 
is designed to measure. In this case the focus group method was indeed a valid instrument, as 
it enabled the researcher to get a lot of data from more than one participant at a time. Most 
importantly it was convenient for the participants because it was conducted in a setting that 
they were familiar with, which made them feel comfortable and allowed them to debate 
freely. 
3.6.2 Reliability 
Kumar (2005:156) defines the concept of reliability as the consistency, stability, 
predictability and accuracy of the research instrument. This means that the instrument used to 
collect data used repeatedly must give constant similar results. In this case the responses from 
the two focus groups were somewhat very similar, as these women came from similar 
backgrounds and were facing similar if not the same problems regarding the issue of access 
to microfinance. 
 
3.7 Research Design 
This study made use of exploratory research, in that it also made use of secondary data by 
reviewing available literature on the current study. In this case the focus group was also used 
as a method to collect data. Using this method comes with a number of advantages, and 
according to Babbie & Mouton (2001) the main advantage of a focus group is that the 
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researcher gets an opportunity to observe a large amount of interaction on a topic in a limited 
period of time. 
This technique was very helpful in the current study, as the participants were in a comfortable 
environment, and were influencing each other positively on their responses, which in turn 
revealed rather new information on the topic, and encouraged a healthy discussion. However 
there were limitations to this method, because some participants volunteered as friends and 
often had biased responses. 
 
3.8 Research Procedure 
The researcher recruited women from various areas within the same ward (ward n.u.9) with 
of course their consent. This was done through giving out pamphlets these women which 
briefly explained the aim of the study, as well as the date on which the discussion would take 
place. With regards to the venue, the researcher organized a discussion room in the local 
community hall, as it was convenient and central to all the participants. The women who 
were interested in the discussion handed in their names and contact details to the researcher. 
Not all of the women who had volunteered to participate in the study showed up, however 
provision was made, as the researcher organised more participants in case they would be 
needed. 
 
The researcher organized the participants, and informed them about the aims of the study as 
well as ethical considerations upon which all participants reached an agreement to participate 
voluntarily. The research was conducted in isiXhosa as it is generally the medium of 
23 
 
communication in Mdantsane; nevertheless they were not restricted to respond in any other 
languages in which they felt comfortable to express themselves. 
 
3.9 Data analysis 
After the data was captured and transcribed, the participants’ feedback was analysed 
according to similar responses that the participants gave. Thereafter these responses were 
coded, in that they were categorized according to the main themes that appeared in the 
current study. These themes were empowerment, small business development, decision 
making power and domestic violence.   
The researcher also made translations where necessary, with the assistance of a colleague to 
ensure validity as well as to minimise biased and incomplete information. 
 
3.10 Ethical considerations and confidentiality 
I have obtained ethical clearance, and all participants have been informed of the nature and 
process of this research in the community of Mdantsane (ward n.u.9). 
When a participant is identified by the researcher, a pseudonym is used so as to protect their 
privacy. I have allocated a pseudonym to replace the real names of each participant as well as 
the microfinance institution that took part in the research. The pseudonyms rather than the 
actual names of the participants are used in this study and in the researcher's records. All 
collected data has pseudonyms and has no trace of the participants’ personal information. All 
collected data, including photographs and audio files are kept on a password protected laptop. 
The researcher is the only one who has access to the data on the laptop.  
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3.11 Limitations to the study 
 
In the beginning of the discussions some participants were shy and reluctant to contribute to 
the discussion and would also give biased feedback, in the sense that they would agree with 
everything the other participants had to say. Another issue was that participants would talk at 
the same time, which made it difficult for the researcher to make record of all the different 
responses. 
 
3.12 Chapter Summary 
This chapter will provide the methodology used in this study. The methodology has to do 
with the framework used to conduct the research. The research methodology included 
discussions of the methodological framework, the research design, participants, measuring 
instruments, methods and procedures of data collection, and data analysis. The researcher 
also provided the advantages as well as limitations to using the focus group technique. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
25 
 
Chapter 4 
Results and Discussion 
 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the findings of this study from the instruments used.  It mainly reports 
the findings for the 4 secondary questions and how they are linked to the main themes that 
the researcher has found through this process. The secondary questions of this research are: 
1. How do the microfinance institutions operate? 
2. How has microfinance affected these women’s capacity to make decisions in the 
household?  
3. What do the women do with the money they earn? 
4. How do the women describe their experience with microfinance institutions? 
The main themes found in this study were: 
 (1) empowerment (2) small businesses development (3) decision-making power and (4) 
domestic violence. These themes have also been linked to the secondary questions of the this 
study. 
4.2 How do the microfinance institutions operate? 
Empowerment 
Microfinance entails the provision of financial services to the poor and vulnerable. These 
people are often neglected by formal banks, as they often do not have the collateral to repay 
loans, which often leaves them ostracised in society. MFIs help bridge a gap between formal 
26 
 
banks and informal loan sharks, as they charge very low interest rates on loans, and offer a 
number of other services like savings, insurance and fund transfers (Lakwo, 2006). 
 
The participants in this study who are microfinance clients have had very positive experience 
with regards to the services and operation of the MFIs that they are part of. Participants from 
both focus groups agreed that the staff at the MFI is very professional and also stated that 
they listen to their clients carefully and calculate their resource bases, their strengths as well 
as vulnerabilities, in order to develop products and services that are suitable for the, an build 
on strengths and existing resources to ensure sustainability. One of the participants also stated 
“the people who work for the institution are very helpful and I’m happy with their services”. 
 
The first focus groups’ response mostly had to do with how microfinance can help empower 
women. In the discussion the participants collectively defined empowerment as measured in 
monetary terms and the assumption was that when females have access to microfinance 
loans, their income increases and that automatically empowers them. The women in this 
study highlighted that an increase in financial resources is an important part of their perceived 
levels of empowerment. 
 
Some participants stated that “without money I am nothing and I’m weak, but when I have 
money I feel powerful”. Other participants in this focus group were of the opinion that 
possessing money earns you respect at home as well as in the entire community, one 
participant stated “My husband never respects me but when I have money he now treats me 
with respect”. 
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However  with the second focus group having access to loans was not the only requirement 
for the women to feel empowered, in the sense that having increased income through 
microfinance did not necessarily lead to an increased level of empowerment for the women in 
this study. For some women in this study, empowerment was related to levels of education, 
which they viewed as something that one requires in order to attain the economic resources 
they want and need. Some participants in the second focus group stated “education will help 
you get money for longer”, “education makes you strong and makes money”. 
 
Others believe that investing in women’s capabilities empowers them to make choices, which 
is a valuable goal in itself but it also contributes to greater economic growth and 
development. It has been well-documented that an increase in women’s resources results in 
the well-being of the family, especially children (Mayoux, 1997; Kabeer, 2001; Hulme and 
Mosley, 1997). 
Most of the participants (clients and non-clients) viewed MFIs positively as an institution that 
helped families with their financial problems whilst also earning money to sustain itself. 
Community members felt that it enabled women to “be free and in charge” which minimised 
their financial reliance on their husbands and in-laws.  
On the other hand, other participants perceived MFI as more of a money-making scheme that 
is self enriching than an organisation that helps its clients to be financially independent. 
Amongst clients and their family members the common perception was that MFI’s are good, 
and that if clients made the effort to manage their loans properly, for example setting up a 
small business, it could in fact have a positive impact on their lives in the long run.  
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4.3 What do the women do with the money they earn? 
Small business development 
Microfinance clients are usually self-employed, low-income entrepreneurs such as small-
scale farmers, street vendors or small-scale producers. Microfinance can also be part of a plan 
to ensure that development aid actually reaches the entire community, by targeting poor and 
often marginalized households who engaged in one form of small business or the other 
(Mejeha, et al, 2007; Adjei et al, 2009). 
 
The women in this study stated that they usually use the money they earn to develop small 
scale businesses, and some also claimed that microfinance has had a very positive effect on 
their existing small businesses or that of a family members’, which has resulted in increased 
incomes as compared to how much they were earning before the loans. 
 
The participants have stated that this has also helped them afford things such as proper health 
care services for themselves as well as their family members, enough groceries for the 
household, to send money to care for relatives in rural areas and also to pay for their 
children’s education. These women state that being able to have the resources to do the 
abovementioned things through their own hard work has contributed positively to their own 
perceived levels of empowerment. 
Among younger women, the changes mentioned above were more evident. Earning an 
income after investing loan profits in a small business raised their status within their families 
and gave them a level of influence that would not have been possible had they not had access 
to loans.  
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One of the participants in Focus Group 1 stated “the loan helped me boost my business of 
selling chickens, before I got the loan I had 12 chickens, but now I have many chickens that I 
sell to the locals”. This goes to show that when loans are used accordingly, it enables small 
scale businesses to thrive. Another participant from Focus Group 2 One stated “ before I got a 
loan I was selling fat cakes from my shack but now I own a mobile kitchen and I sell 
takeaways , the profits from my business helped me to buy a  for roomed house”. 
 
4.4 How has microfinance affected these women’s capacity to make decisions in the 
household? 
Decision-making power 
 
 According to Simanowitz and Walter (2002) microfinance has substantially increased 
women’s decision-making power within the home. The women in this study agreed with this 
statement, and were of the view that participation in microfinance does indeed allow women 
to make more decisions in their respective households. 
These women linked their microfinance participation with higher levels of political power 
within their community as well as gaining more respect in their families which enables them 
to make way for social freedom. A participant in Focus Group 1 stated that microfinance has 
enabled her to be part of the local committee, through which she has helped in making “good 
and important decisions”.  
The women in this study also stated that microfinance has also helped them majorly 
regarding the purchase of household assets. A participant from Focus group 2 said “I can now 
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help him choose furniture, but he never used to ask me what to buy because he was paying 
before”. 
 
The participants have also expressed that women are no longer just responsible for 
performing duties such as rearing children, cooking for their husbands, cleaning the house 
etc. but can also make important long-term decisions, and do things that would normally be 
done by men. A participant in Focus Group 2 mentioned “my husband and I are paying 
school fees for the kids together now, we are equal” 
 
 
According to Cheston et al. (2000) earning a little money to cover household expenses will 
not necessarily earn her more respect in the eyes of her husband. However if she earns 
enough money to help cover typically male expenditures like school fees, rent, furniture, and  
transport, her decision-making power often increases significantly.  
 
4.5 How do the women describe their experience with microfinance institutions? 
Domestic violence 
According to Rahman (1999) 40% and 70% of the loans distributed to the women are used by 
the spouse and that increases tensions within the household, especially where women resist 
suppression and traditional controls forced on them. Domestic violence in these households 
seems to occur when the husbands feel that their authority and position as the man of the 
family is threatened, in some cases they react by beating their spouses as it makes them feel 
in charge. 
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Both focus groups had somewhat similar opinions on the issue of microfinance and the 
increase in domestic violence, and also discussed their experiences regarding microfinance 
and domestic violence. One of the participants from Focus Group 1 said “I am scared to make 
loans because my boyfriend will take the money and buy alcohol and then beat me up”. A 
participant from Focus Group 2 said “My husband has always been a provider for the family 
and now that I am making money too he swears at me and accuses me of getting money from 
other men”.  
Other participants did not necessarily agree with the view that women who have access to 
microfinance loans are at risk of domestic violence, a participant from Focus Group 1 said the 
following “Ever since I have been borrowing money from the institution our home is peaceful 
and we  do not fight about money anymore”. Another participant from Focus Group 2 stated 
something similar “When I have money our marriage is even better and my husband is happy 
that I can now also make a contribution and pay the children’s school fees” 
Not only does access to microfinance pose a threat to women, there are also positive aspects 
to it, because it liberates women, and teaches them to be proactive and not depend on their 
spouses to put food on the table. According to Cheston et. Al (2000) “Many practitioners 
have found that family relationships can be strengthened when the home becomes a more 
comfortable place to be, and when each member of the family feels secure in his or her ability 
to contribute productively to the family”. 
 
There were three main reasons as to why some of the participants did not take part in the 
microfinance programme. The first reason was the issue of husbands or relatives preventing 
them from doing so, with the fear that they would not have the means to repay the loans. The 
second was that wives were reluctant to take out loans as their husbands would end up 
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misusing the money on things such as alcohol instead of spending it on things for the 
household, which in turn leaves the wife with the burden of a loan which was not put into 
good use.  Thirdly access to loans often creates discord in the family, because men are often 
perceived as providers they tend to feel threatened by women who are not financially 
dependent on them, which in some cases leads to them being abusive. 
4.6 Chapter Summary 
In this chapter the researcher made a provision of the main themes on the current study and 
also quoted some of the participants’ responses, so as to get an idea of the actual views that 
they had about the impact of microfinance on women and their livelihoods. According to the 
participants in this study, microfinance resulted in empowerment of women, as they had 
buying power as well as confidence in themselves rather than being submissive to their male 
counterparts. This also made them feel included in decision-making around the household, 
whereas in the past decisions were made on their behalf, but access to loans enabled them to 
make financial contributions and participate actively in the decision-making process. 
This chapter also describes how microfinance has provided women with capital to create 
small businesses, as well as to help those with existing businesses to improve and sustain 
their dealings. On the other hand it was discovered that microfinance was not only virtuous, 
but had limitations to it. For some women access to loans wasn’t beneficial as it hampered 
their development and often led to domestic violence.     
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Chapter 5 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter will offer a number of conclusions and recommendations based on the results of 
the current study. The first recommendation would be to:  (1) Develop a needs assessment for 
new intervention programmes (2) Designing intervention programs that will be suitable for 
Mdantsane residents and that will cover the long-term (3) Allocate appropriate staff and 
resources for the program  (4)Engage with relevant stakeholders (5) Create more awareness 
regarding domestic violence (6) Offer training on microenterprise development. 
5.2 Recommendations 
 
5.2.1 Recommendation 1: Develop a needs assessment for new intervention programmes. 
Before implementing a plan, it is better to develop a needs assessment for an intervention 
programme. This helps because you get to know whether or not there is a need for a 
programme to be put into place, because if say the residents of Mdantsane (ward n.u.9) are 
not willing to seek help or intervention there is no point in creating an intervention program. 
The reason for this is that the plan will fail, merely because the community did not approve of 
it, therefore people will not participate. 
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5.2.2 Recommendation 2: Designing intervention programs that will be suitable for 
Mdantsane residents. 
This can be done by involving Mdantsane residents in their own solution, for instance 
forming self- help groups whereby women engage on the issue of microfinance and how they 
can use it to sustain their livelihoods. And perhaps brainstorm on possible measures they can 
take to ensure that other community members are informed about this. By allowing other 
community members to participate actively, will in turn ensure sustainability as they have 
been included throughout the process of the intervention. 
 
5.2.3 Recommendation 3: Allocate appropriate staff and resources for the program. 
Although people need to be at the forefront of the solution to their  problems regarding 
microfinance, it is advisable that they be driven and guided by stable professionals who have 
expertise in the field of credit and microfinance, and who will encourage them to seek for 
assistance at all times and offer them services that will be beneficial. According to Weschler 
(1996) a long-term approach requires appropriate resources and staffing.  
 
5.2.4 Recommendation 4: Engage with relevant stakeholders. 
According to Chaloupka and Weschler (1996) it is very important to engage with 
stakeholders in and around a community, so as to avoid working in isolation as it can be 
rather complex to work on issues such as microfinance. This also helps to create networks, 
which in turn will benefit the community in the long term. 
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5.2.5 Recommendation 5: Create more awareness regarding domestic violence. 
In a community such as Mdantsane, issues such as domestic violence are common; however 
some women conceal it and refrain from reporting such instances. In this study it has been 
said that some husbands and boyfriends tend to be abusive when their partners have access to 
credit, as they often feel threatened and inferior. This is very dangerous and other community 
members need to be informed of such, so that something can be done about it. 
 
Women need to be encouraged to report abuse to the police and inform others about it so as 
to overcome the resistance from husbands and other members of the family to join MFIs, in 
that way discord in households can be minimised. 
 
5.2.6 Recommendation 6:  Offer training on microenterprise development. 
 
With the loans that these women receive, they need to be offered proper training on how to 
start up and sustain their small businesses. Information on training workshops should be 
available to them from the stage they enquire about a loan. Loan offices should offer means 
to help women further capitalise on their loans, such as teaching them marketing or 
advertising approaches for their products. In the process examining ways to share the 
success stories of women clients with other community members may be useful.  
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6.1 Revisiting the research question 
 
The current study had one aim (the primary question) and four objectives (secondary 
questions), which was to explore the views and experiences of the local women of Mdantsane 
regarding microfinance. Also to explore how MFIs operate, and how microfinance has 
impacted the livelihoods of these women, be it in a positive or negative regard. The 
participants from these two focus groups made the effort to answer the primary question as 
well as the secondary questions, and although the feedback was to some extent very similar, 
not all of them were MFI clients, and even some of those who were did not have a clear 
understanding of the purpose of microfinance, in the sense that some would take out loans for 
immediate utilization, rather than using it in a sustainable manner. 
Although microfinance is often viewed as a positive thing, this study suggests that the impact 
of microfinance programmes on women is not always positive. Some women have set up 
small businesses only to benefit from small profits at the detriment of heavier workloads and 
repayment. In some instances their loans are used by men in the family to set up their own 
businesses and sometimes women end up being passive and employed as unpaid family 
workers with little or no benefits. On the other hand some women have been very proactive 
and have made good use of their loans, and also making very positive contributions in their 
households as well as their communities.  
The recommendations that were made are relevant to this study, and will hopefully improve 
the state of microfinance, and in doing so sustain MFI’s so as to afford many other women 
the opportunity to make loans, and create a better standard of living for their families and 
future generations. 
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 7.1 Conclusion 
The study looked at access to microfinance and sustainable livelihoods, focusing particularly 
on the women of Mdantsane (ward n.u.9). Having used the qualitative research method, it had 
revealed that access to finance is one of the most important things to these women, as it helps 
them become financially self-sufficient. Also the times have changed and women have 
become more liberated and are constantly trying to succeed in what is known as ‘a man’s 
world’. Microfinance has encouraged a lot of women to take charge and provide for their 
families. 
Microfinance has also instilled a sense of empowerement in women, as it has allowed many 
to participate actively in their households and communities. However microfinance is not 
always empowering to women, but has the potential to a very powerful impact women and 
development.   
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                                                       APPENDIX 
Focus Group Questioning Route 
1. How would you define microfinance? 
2. What do you think are the benefits of microfinance? 
3. How do microfinance institutions operate? 
4. How do women gain access to loans? 
5. What do you do women with the money you earn? 
6. How do the women describe their experience with microfinance institutions? 
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